Johnna:

Okay. So, my name is Johnna Ossie. I'm going to spell it for the recorder. J. O. H.
N N. A. O. S. S. I. E. Today is March 19th, 2019, we're in the Glickman Library
in Portland. Can you say and spell your name?

Betty:

My name's Betty Robinson. B E. T. T. Y. R. O. B. I. N. S. O. N.

Johnna:

Thank you. And before we start, I just have to tell you, you can stop the interview
at any time for any reason. And if I ask you any question you don't want to
answer, we can just move on. You don't have to answer it.

Betty:

Sounds good.

Johnna:

Okay. Um, so just to start, can you tell me where you grew up?

Betty:

I grew up up in suburbs of New York City, Chicago and Washington, DC.

Johnna:

Great. And I know you had listed all of this on your sheet, but just so that
everyone else can hear it, can you tell me where you went to school?

Betty:

Um, I went to Bethesda Chevy Chase high school in uh, in Maryland outside of
DC and from there to Colby College and then to University of Maryland for my
master's degree and ultimately to Boston University for my doctorate.

Johnna:

And what were you studying?

Betty:

Sociology.

Johnna:

in all three schools?

Betty:

All three. Yeah,Yeah.

Johnna:

What made you interested in sociology?

Betty:

Um, I, I was interested in people and curious about, how, what would I say?
Hadn't thought about this for a while. Curious on a, on a level that went beyond
psychology, more, more interested in human interaction and how people make the
world that we live in. Um, so when I first, at Colby at the time you weren't
allowed to take intro sociology until your sophomore year, which is kind of
interesting looking back at it, not entirely sure why that was. But, um, I, I had
started off thinking as a freshman that I was going to go into the sciences because
I had a strong science and math background, but, uh, was quickly disabused of
that notion, um, as a freshman and, and became very interested in my philosophy
class. But when I got to sociology, that sort of put together for me the, the- it gave
me an opportunity to get into things theoretical, um, as well as practical and real
world oriented. So it grabbed me.

Johnna:

Yeah. How long did it take you from starting your undergrad to finishing your
doctorate, was it-

Betty:

Um, I took a year, I took a year off between undergraduate and master's and then
another year between master's and doctorate each time to save money and um,
and then an additional extra year, um, between finishing all my coursework for
my doctorate and then actually writing the dissertation, so add it up.

Johnna:

Alright.

Betty:

It took a while.

Johnna:

That sounds like it took a while. Yeah. So it, what year was it when you finally
were all done with your schooling?

Betty:

Uh, it was '83 I think. I should know.

Johnna:

And I'm seeing if I'm getting this timeline right. After you finished your doctorate,
you went to work for the State Employees Union, is that right?

Betty:

Uh, no. When I first finished, um, the degree I was working for the, uh,
Massachusetts Nurses Association in their collective bargaining. Yeah.

Johnna:

Okay. And what made you interested in that?

Betty:

I had become interested in collective bargaining while I was in union history and
union activity while I was a doctoral student, um, at Boston University. And at the
time there were seven different bargaining units there from faculty, professional
staff, clerical workers, the whole nine yards, um, right to the maintenance folks.
And the then president of the university, um, Mark Silber had made it his mission
in life to bust the, the unions, particularly the faculty union. And I was a graduate
student and a graduate student employee at the time. And graduate students
weren't unionized, but we were talking with the UAW about unionizing and I
should say also at the time I was in a class with Howard Zinn who is a radical,
was a radical historian and um, very supportive of labor unions, um, and learning
more about Labor history than I had known prior to that time. So, um, that's what
kind of grabbed my interest and then going through the experience of that mass
strike that Spring at Boston University when the faculty actually settled with, uh,
the, um, the administration and then proceeded to cross the picket lines of all the
rest of the unions who were out on strike, which angered me. Um, and that was a
point at which I left academia and never to return. Um, or so I thought at the time
and uh, ended up going to work with, for the, uh, nurses union. Yeah.

Johnna:

Awesome. And after you left the Nurses Union, where did you go from there?

Betty:

So from there I came back to Maine and um, was an employee of the Maine State
Employees Association. So that was the union at the time. It was non affiliated.
It's now part of Service Employees International Union SEIU. Um, but I came to

work for them. So I was about three and a half years with the Nurses Professional
Association in three and a half years with the, um, MSEA, Maine State
Employees Association, um, working for state workers.
Johnna:

And what were you doing with them exactly?

Betty:

I had been hired to, um, do arbitrations for a particular part of the contract. The
union contract had a, uh, a section about the right of employees to appeal their,
um, job classification as an individual if you felt you were in the wrong job
classification or for a class of employees who were all in the same occupation to
apply for a pay increase for that whole classification. And so that was the job that
they hired me to do. So I went and presented arbitrations and felt like I was
pretending to be a lawyer. Um, but it was very, it was very interesting work. And
given that I had worked with a union that was only nurses, it was really interesting
to be able to have an opportunity to work with employees of all sorts, you know,
from seed potato inspectors to auto mechanics, to, uh, income maintenance
workers, you know, so white collar, blue collar and everything in between.

Johnna:

Yeah. Awesome. So what brought you to the Mass Battered Women's Group
Coalition?

Betty:

Now that I actually did-

Johnna:

That was before?

Betty:

Before the union activities. Um, and um, well, let's see. Well I was, I was in
Maine when I was applying for that job. I was looking for work and saw the ad
for a, an administrator for the Battered Women's Coalition. It was a coalition of
19 battered women's shelters all across Massachusetts. And they had formed the
coalition in order to be able to advocate for themselves, um, on policy issues, also
to raise resources to raise money, um, and to do education to try and prevent
domestic violence. Um, and so it was an area that I knew something about from
having, uh, studied women's issues and been involved in the second wave of the
women's movement. Um, but my knowledge was very academic. Um, so I wasn't
sure if I could get the job because I didn't have any real experience working at a
shelter or anything like that. But I did. And, um, spent about a year and a half,
um, with the coalition doing that work. And then at the end of that time, uh, that
was 79 and Reagan was elected. So it was 78, 79. Ronald Reagan was elected. We
were funded by the community services administration, which was federal money,
and he eliminated that program. So we lost our entire budget in one fell swoop. So
I frantically raised money to try and- we had about nine or 10 employees and we
had to downsize systematically lay people off till we got down to the last three or
so of us. By that which time we'd raised enough money to keep a core staff going.
And that was the point at which I laid myself off, which meant I could collect
unemployment and go back and finish the, uh, the doctoral degree. So I was able
to not have to work because of the unemployment, while I did that. Yeah.

Johnna:

And was it during that time that you were involved with the women's movement
in Boston?

Betty:

Yes. Yes.

Johnna:

And what inspired you to get involved?

Betty:

Well, obviously the work with the coalition as well as my interest in, um,
feminists studies that I had done as an undergraduate and a graduate student, um,
and the people I was working with and knew were all people who were involved
in various ways in the, in the women's movement. And it was about abortion
rights and birth control rights and preventing domestic violence and, um,
promoting feminism as an ideology. Yeah.

Johnna:

And were- so were you going to protest or meetings or what was involved?

Betty:

Yes.

Johnna:

All of the above.

Betty:

Um, I don't really remember a lot of specifics. I remember a lot of meetings and a
lot of gatherings at, and I don't know if the bookstore is still there and Cambridge
New Words bookstore, which was a feminist bookstore? Does that ring any bell?

Johnna:

I'm not sure. That's awesome.

Betty:

Um, but, uh, that was sort of the center of everything that was going on around
both the women's movement and, um, the emerging, um, LGBT movement at the
time in Boston. That's where I met and got to know, uh, Cynthia Enloe who was,
is still alive and, uh, was, uh, an activist and academic at Clark. Um, political
scientist who's done a lot of really fine feminist work. Yeah.

Betty:

That's awesome. Was that the first time that you around a lot of LGBT people or?

Betty:

Yes, yes. Good question. I mean, to my knowledge obviously, and that's the first
time that I started.Really thinking about my own sexual orientation and, um, what
the possibilities were, I guess.

Johnna:

So you had an inkling then-

Betty:

I did.

Johnna:

in '79 that you might be-

Betty:

I did. And I, and I, my, I think my thinking at the time was that I could, would
find myself attracted to women as well as to men. To that point in time, I had only
been involved with men. Um, and you know, in retrospect you see it differently
than when you're living through it. Um, in retrospect, I think it had a lot to do

with the fact that my parents were still alive. but I, I remember thinking I could be
bisexual, but if I can choose why not choose to be straight because it's an easier
life. Um, but most of my friends at the time were lesbians. Yeah.
Johnna:

I forgot to ask you this in the beginning, but what year were you born?

Betty:

'51.

Johnna:

'51. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. So you were in your- almost 30 around this time. Um, we
already talked about Howard Zin. Oh, I was going to ask you, you wrote about
Francis Fox Piven.

Betty:

Yes.

Johnna:

How did you get to know?

Betty:

Well, She was a good friend of Howard's and um, she and her partner Richard
Cloward were at Boston University and he was in the, Richard was in the, I think
he was in the Department of Social Work and she was in political science. I don't
think I actually took a course from her, but I just think that through my
involvement with the, uh, with the community wide strike that went on at BU and
then just socially, you know, hanging out at Howard's house or whatever would
run into her was, um, regularity. So we, we formed a community, I don't
remember what we called it, but it was a coalition of representatives from all the
different unions at, at bu the time. And I was one of the graduate student
representatives on that, um, core group that were trying to coordinate all the
activities.

Johnna:

I'm just- saying, "Hanging out at Howard's house." That's pretty cool.

Betty:

He was regular guy. I mean, very charismatic, very brilliant. Um, but a very sweet
person really nicely. I see. I'm a mentor to you of sorts. Yes, I would say he was.
Yeah. And I mean we stayed in touch. Um, and then uh, years later I hadn't been
in touch with him and in a number of years and I got a call one night I was in, um,
I was living in Brunswick, Maine and it was about 11 o'clock at night. And I hear
this voice, "Betty, this is Howard." I was like, oh. Um, and he was calling because
he was raising money from people to, um, fight, uh, John Silber's run for
governorship of, uh, of Massachusetts. So we kind of touched base and caught
back up again. And then I saw him several times after.

Johnna:

Yeah, that's great.

Betty:

Lucky. I was just at the right place at the right time.

Johnna:

For sure. I know that feeling. Um, so then can you tell me how you got involved
at the Lewis in Auburn campus, teaching again, after you were done with
academia?

Betty:

Yes. I was done with academia. I was never going back. Um, I was angry at the
faculty who'd cross the picket lines at BU. And um, I was working for the state
employees union, but I was still doing arbitrations in that one narrow area of the
contract and I was getting bored, antsy. So I started looking in the, for another
job. And really the first job I saw in the paper that appealed to me was to teach at
this new campus of the University of Southern Maine in Lewiston. And I knew a
little bit about Lewiston just from working with the state employees, um, from
that area and certainly appreciated its history as a former mill and textile town.
Um, knew that they had a lot of economic challenges to deal with and also was
aware of the large minority, um, group at the time of Franco Americans and some
of the history around that. Um, so I was intrigued. I was intrigued also because the
ad asked for somebody who had experience outside academia. Um, it was
interdisciplinary. It was going to be a college for nontraditional students. So I'm
thinking a lot of first in family to go for a bachelor's degree. So I thought, well,
it's been about seven years since I've been in the university. I don't know if they'd
even have me back, but let's check this out. So I did. And when I had an interview
with the, uh, the fellow who was the head of the, uh, campus the first year was
referred to as a CEO. They didn't call his, that was a Harlan Philippi. They didn't
call him a dean because he hadn't been a president and an acting chancellor for the
UMaine system. So a dean was much too lowly a position for him. So he was, uh,
he was labeled a CEO of the campus and we went out for lunch and talked about
what they were trying to do there at the college. And the first program was called
management and organizational studies. And I had looked at the curriculum and I
just, I remember saying to Harlan, it seems to me that a large number of the
people who might as nontraditional students come into this degree program, um,
will be in supervisory level positions or aiming to get into supervisory level
positions and state employees and municipal employees are all unionized. So they
need to know something about labor relations. So one of the things missing from
your curriculum is of course on labor relations and for it to be a program that I
would want to teach in that that course has to be there and I'd want to teach it. So
I remember coming home and thinking they'll never call me back, but they did.
So, uh, he and I didn't agree on labor unions, but that's all right. Um, I got the job
and did end up teaching labor relations along with everything else in the program.
So.

Johnna:

How long were you there for?

Betty:

Well, I was at the Lac campus for 27 years, so, and I can remember the first two
years thinking that I wasn't so sure about this academic stuff. I had friends I
would talk to about, uh, everything you one had to do to get tenure and they
would laugh and say, you're not going to be there long enough. Don't worry about
it. You got to be at a job for six years to get tenure. I had been moving around, so,
but, uh, I found that in academia there was, I could reinvent myself, um, do
different things, um, you know, diversify my work so that I didn't get bored.
Right.

Johnna:

And so were you at LAC when you decided to come out?

Betty:

I was, in fact, I was in the process of applying to be dean when I was coming out,
so, and I was very concerned about the impact of that, um, on my candidacy from
the perspective of I felt very protective of the college. Um, the community had
fought hard to create the campus and it was always sort of the neglected child of
USM. Uh, to this day I might add. Um, and, um, Lewiston had a history, uh, that
was not favorable to, uh, LGBT folks. Um, in fact had voted the town, the city
council had voted to enact, uh, gay rights, uh, clause and a citywide referendum
had overturned that. Um, so I was concerned that if I was the second that that
point dean of the college that that could really hurt the college. And so I
remember going around to my colleagues and saying, I'm in the process of
coming out and what do you think? Um, and I also talked to a couple of
community leaders who I knew by that point in time and everybody was 100%
supportive and didn't see it as an issue and it never really was an issue. So, and by
the time I was, I was uh, dean there for seven years. By the time I left the dean's
position, it, things had changed. The climate of the Ellis Lewis and Auburn area
had changed considerably as regards LGBT issues. So.

Johnna:

What year was it when you first came out?

Betty:

That would have been 95.

Johnna:

'95.

Betty:

Yeah.

Johnna:

And what made you think now's the time, now I'm going to come out.

Betty:

Well, I fell in love with the girl next door. Um, so that, you know, was, that was a
pretty good sign. Cause I, you know, there's one thing that to be attracted to folks,
there's another thing to realize, oh my God, I'm falling in love with somebody.
And she and I had just started off as friends and, uh, she was in the military at the
time, so she was, it was the Don't Ask, Don't Tell era. So, but it was pretty
apparent to me that she was gay. And, um, so we, uh, you know, we kind of
crossed that threshold place and when it hit me and it hit me that it was, that this
was really important to me. My folks were still alive. But, um, my father was
pretty far along with Parkinson's and, um, he and my mother lived in an a, a
retirement community and I just figured he would probably go before my mother
who is seven years younger and that I was in my forties now, early forties, and
this was my life to lead, you know, so, so I made the decision to, to go ahead and
do that. And, and I came out to them right at the point, oh, just a couple months
really before she moved for her last duty station down to New Orleans. Um, so I
could've, I could've held out a little longer, but I didn't.

Johnna:

Were they supportive when you did?

Betty:

My, now we're into family dynamics. Um, my brother was very supportive,
although his attitude was, um, I support you in this. And yes, Victoria's a woman.
Um, but you're in love with Victoria. You're not really a lesbian. And I- I was, I

was like, fine with that. Whatever makes you feel happy, brother of mine, is fine.
And, um, my, with the rest of my, my father and my mother's sister, my Aunt
Betty, um, were, I think fundamentally accepting. They were just upset because
they knew it would upset my mother who in fact went off the deep end. So, um,
my mother majored in theater in college and so she, when she was unhappy,
everybody knew it. So she really, she really went off the deep end, um, and said
every stereotypic thing that one might, that I had ever heard of people saying to,
um, gays and lesbians coming out. And I just, my, my major thing at the time was
she and she, she figured out that my father and her sister had figured this out
because they had been to visit, they'd met Victoria and that, and they hadn't said
anything to her, so she was very angry at the two of them. And so my big thing to
her was, you know, dad, your husband is pretty ill with Parkinson's and let's worry
about that. Let's not worry about any of the rest of this for now. Um, but I did
leave there a day earlier than I had planned and, uh, didn't speak to my mother for
about five weeks, which wasn't that long. About three weeks into it, my brother
called and said, are you never going to speak to them again? I said, no, I just need
a little time. Um, so and sure enough, as I expected, I, my mother dealt with it
cause she had to deal with it. Um, and I knew she wanted to maintain a
relationship to me and I knew she knew that she was gonna lose her husband and
that she only had one daughter and one son and that she'd want to maintain that
relationship. So she came around over the years. Yeah. I mean it would have been
her preference, not, um, and she for a few years, didn't want, even after my father
passed, did not want us to visit together because what would friends think kind of
thing.
Johnna:

What was that like for you?

Betty:

Um, but she, she got over that, too. Well, it wasn't, you know, it would've been
nice if it weren't like that, but I think it makes a huge difference that I was in my
forties going through all this, you know, and sort of so that I felt like I could wait
it out. And you know, my relationship to my mother was important to me. Not
Important enough to deny my own existence, but important enough to give it
some space and, you know, and certainly my partner didn't want any part of a
scene where she wasn't welcome. So, you know, it took a while and then my
mother came around and then it was an issue of, okay, how do you go back to
Victoria and bring her back around? Cause she was like, yeah, she rejected us.
Um, and I was saying she rejected, she didn't reject you or me. She rejected the,
her notion of what this meant, you know, and so it's not really personal. Um, and
they, they got along before my mother passed. They got along all right. And we
visited her together. So.

Johnna:

Was Victoria out when she was younger or?

Betty:

Uh, no. Um, uh, she certainly knew she was a lesbian from much younger. I think
she's would say maybe high school. She suspected and certainly figured it out by
college. Um, and in the military there was a whole underground.

Johnna:

Oh, yeah.

Betty:

Um, so she was, she wasn't out because one couldn't be out in the military. She
certainly wasn't out to her family. Um, and I think when we got together, she
didn't realize that there was an out life for lesbians outside the military either. I
mean it's very interesting from a cultural perspective to, to be saying to somebody
who had lived sort of the secret life, but within that subculture an out life in the
military, what was going on in the rest of the world while she was going through
that. Yeah. Cause she was in the military before they'd let women, you know,
she's navy and they wouldn't let women on ships, you know. So it was a different
time. Yeah.

Johnna:

So when you two, did you two then then move in together after you started-

Betty:

Yeah so she, uh, she was down in New Orleans and we did the commute, you
know, long distance relationship thing for two years. And then, um, when she got
out, she moved in with me. Um.

Johnna:

Were you living in Lewiston or was this in -

Betty:

No, I was in Brunswick at the time. So, but then, um, a couple of years after that
when we moved over to Auburn. So.

Johnna:

And did you feel safe in those communities?

Betty:

I did. I, um, you know, there were, we to this day really don't do public displays
of affection, PDAs as she's referring to- Um, and I think that's out of our
generation, um, and certainly out of her military culture. But, um, so that was a
switch for me because I had been in relationships with men where I could walk
down the street holding hands or you know, greeting, hug and kiss kind of thing.
And I had to start second guessing that, um, for Victoria, that was, you know, I
mean if I lean toward her, like I was going to kiss her, she'd be like, what are you
doing? Um, so that was an adjustment for me. Um, but once adjusted we've just
sort of, we still are like that.

Johnna:

But your living together but are living together didn't -

Betty:

I think a lot of people just didn't know. Um, I think slowly the people in my
office, uh, at the college, it began to dawn on them. I mean, for one thing, I think
it dawned on them while we were still commuting back and forth as I kept going
down in New Orleans to see my friend Victoria. Um, and it was interesting
because there were folks in the office who were at the college who were born and
raised in Lewiston and didn't have much experience of diversity of any kind really
other than Anglo versus Franco. Um, you know, to realize that somebody who
they were friendly with, worked for, whatever was a lesbian. Yeah. I think, you
know, I did watch that consciousness develop with them, which is kind of
interesting. But um, but everybody was very supportive and certainly the faculty

that I was close to, even before I was in the Dean's office were always really
supportive. And I think most people in the community really didn't know.
Johnna:

Did you have other friends that were lesbian? Gay?

Betty:

Yeah. I've always have had since my Boston days.

Johnna:

Was there like a community in Brunswick or Auburn?

Betty:

Well, you know, it's funny you say that because I remember, I remember, uh, not
too long after Victoria and I were involved, she'd moved down to, uh, New
Orleans and I was in Brunswick driving along and across the, uh, Brunswick
Town Commons. There was a woman who I knew back from my union days and
had represented her. Um, she was a probation parole officer and I had represented
all the juvenile probation parole officers in a case. And I pulled my car over and I
knew she was lesbian and I pulled my car over and got out of the car and yelled
across the, the Commons. Hey Nancy. And she wave, you know, we hadn't seen
each other for a couple of years. And I, and she said, how you doing? I said, great,
I need some new friends though. So she came over and I was telling her what had
happened. She was like, oh, I got a whole bunch of friends, you know, you have
to meet these people. So, you know, I was able to plug right in cause I knew folks
more superficially, maybe in Maine than I had them in Massachusetts. But yeah.

Johnna:

Is there a bigger LGBTQ community there now? like -

Betty:

Oh yeah,.

Johnna:

Big like sort of presence?

Betty:

I would have said, I mean it was probably there, but, um, but yeah, I think that
that's definitely true. Both, I mean the colleges, Bates certainly as well as, um,
USM and um, and then just as a urban area of Maine, the second largest urban
area of Maine, I guess. Um, there's an a bigger community now.

Johnna:

Lewiston has its own pride parade now. Is that right?

Betty:

It does.

Johnna:

Did you go?

Betty:

I haven't, no, I haven't, I haven't been, one of the reasons is because we moved
down to, we have a camp in Windham and so I move down there. We move down
there every 1st of May through 1st of October. So, um, but I haven't participated
in, um, LGBTQ, you know, parades, marches, demonstrations, much in recent
years. I mean like the last 10 or 15 years, even, really, um, because I've been very
involved in immigrant rights issues and so there's only so many demonstrations
you can go to and then we got Trump, so -

Johnna:

Yeah. You've had a lot of work to do.

Betty:

Yeah.

Johnna:

I do want to talk about that. But first, can you tell me quickly about, um, or not
quickly, about getting married?

Betty:

Yeah. Um, we, um, you know, the Maine law changed and we kind of looked at
each other like f, you know, what does it mean to be married in the eyes of the
state, not, practically not that much, you know, and then, uh, and then, I mean, we
were both blown away when the supreme court decision came down. And then
that was like, how could this happen in our lifetime? Um, and then we felt like,
oh, we have a decision to make now. You know, it's a real decision and it's means
something and it means something not to as well. So, uh, we quickly decided that
we would, we would get married both, both because of our commitment to each
other. We'd been with each other for a long time. At that point. I'm gonna say 16,
17 years maybe. And um, but also practically speaking, I could get her uh,
healthcare benefits from the military, which meant I could pursue retirement a
little earlier from the university than I had originally planned on. I'd been saving
money. I wanted to retire at 64 and I was going to buy my own health insurance
for that last year until I was eligible for Medicare. And, uh, that's, I mean, at the
time, I don't even know what it would be now. At the time, I was going to be
$13,000 for one year to get my, to buy into the university system, the group
system. So I was busily saving money so that I could do that. And instead I was
able to get married and get insurance. So I took the money and went to France for
vacation. But, um, but anyway, uh, yeah. And so we invited our neighbors and the
at the condo in Auburn and our neighbors down at camp. And, uh, this was
February 15th, and we went out on the lake, on our snowshoes with our friends
and got married.

Johnna:

That's awesome.

Betty:

Yeah. It was fun.

Johnna:

What year was it that you got married?

Betty:

Oh, I should know all these things? I don't. Um, let's say four years ago.

Johnna:

So maybe 2015 ish?

Betty:

That sounds about right. '14, '15. Yeah. We don't count those years we can't, you
know, we count the years we've been together.

Johnna:

Yeah. For sure.

Betty:

It was -the end of the summer is twenty four. So.

Johnna:

Wow.

Betty:

Yeah. Yeah. So it'd be five years ago. Yeah.

Johnna:

All right. Well then can you tell me how you got in immigrant rights work?

Betty:

Yeah, there's the social justice theme in my life you might have noticed.

Johnna:

Yes.

Betty:

Uh, that really drives me. And, um, I was in, I was in the Dean's office when the
first wave of Somali immigration came to Lewiston and, my first Somali student,
um, Ismail Ahmed was somebody who really had a profound effect on me,
listening to him, talking about his life. He was educated in Somalia, um, and had a
bachelor's degree. But, uh, of course not recognized in the United States. And I
can remember inviting him. And he came with a friend of his, who was a young
man from, uh, uh, Zimbabwe who he had met at a call center. They were
practicing their English and they came in to see me and I just said, you know, you
guys are gonna change this place radically. I mean, this community doesn't know
what's coming because at the time I had become more and more involved in
international kinds of organizations, um, through the International Leadership
Association and had started traveling some. And I was aware of the rate at which
globalization was occurring and it just felt like we were here on this little island of
Maine totally oblivious as a state to what was going on. And so I felt like the
waves were coming. Um, and so I was intrigued to be there when that happened.
Um, particularly as a sociologist watching the community deal with the
immigration and change as a result of the immigration has been a fascinating
opportunity. Again, lucky to be somewhere at the right time for this to happen.
But, um, so that's what Kinda got me going. And then, um, I took the year I left
the Dean's office, I took a group of students over to, I had always wanted to go to
South Africa because among other reasons, um, when I was at Boston University,
there were a number of ANC exiles who were in Boston at the time. So to hear
about apartheid from them and what was going on in South Africa at the time, and
to be peripherally involved in the attempts to get universities to divest from
anything in South Africa, in protest of apartheid. And then to have Mandelaapartheid overturned and Mandela freed and become president of the country just
seemed like the second coming to me was just unbelievable. Yeah. So I really
wanted to go to South Africa. I just wanted to see it for myself. Um, so I, uh, I
started networking over the Internet and managed to find, um, three universities
that we could go to and took students and went over and visited the University of
Botswana and University of the Western Cape and uh, KwaZulu-Natal University
in Durban, South Africa. And just was very interested in, became very interested
in the whole history of colonization and the impacts on different parts of
Subsaharan Africa and sort of was educating myself about all of that and, and
then realized that parts of Africa were coming to us and wanted to understand that
better and get to know these folks and their backgrounds and their motivations
and culture. Yeah, it was just a wonderful learning opportunity really. So I think
first of all, it was more a matter of trying to help out individual students and their

families and that kind of thing. And then when I became involved with um,. Tree
Street Youth, um, it became a little bigger.
Johnna:

Can you tell me about Tree Street Youth and what they do?

Betty:

Yeah, yeah. It's a downtown after school program for kids at risk in Lewiston and
we serve over 750 kids, K- post 12, uh, really kindergarten through, well now
preschool through um, age 24. Um, so it's kind of crazy with all those different
age groups there, but we started that way so that the families weren't having to
have older kids. It's one afterschool place and little kids at another place and the
whole family could come together. Um, most of the older immigrant children are
responsible for their younger siblings and so they could all come to one place.
Um, so there are after school enrichment kinds of programs, it's evolved. The
program has evolved a lot as the needs of the population have changed. Initially it
was a lot about English language learning and now it's not really, I mean we have
people there who are English language learners but, but more so they are there for
homework help that their parents can't help them with, enrichment classes. We
have dancing and acting and music and sports and all that kind of thing. Yoga,
whatever anyone in the community wants to offer. And um, and then a number of
leadership programs. Um, and then a professional intern program, um, a college
prep program and one program that's funded by Department of Corrections now
called Sequoia that, um, is an alternative reporting center type of arrangement to
keep kids out along creek. Um, so they come to us five days a week and we
provide them with a group, group sessions and all kinds of experiences that that
involve risk, that is appropriate risk versus risk that's not appropriate. Like
climbing Katahdin is a risk, but it's a character building kind of risk as opposed to
stealing from a local drug store.

Johnna:

Right.

Betty:

Yeah. So.

Johnna:

What is the work that you are doing there?

Betty:

Most of my work has been really organizational because Julia, the founder Julia
Sleeper and her staff are the, the ones who really know how, have figured out how
to work with these kids. Um, and um, but didn't necessarily know how to set up
and organize and run a nonprofit. So I was her first board chair and then I was her
first capital campaign chair. And so I've done a lot of infrastructure work, you
know, finance and personnel and stuff like that to really get the organization on
sound footing. Um, and along the way I have participated in the college prep
programs some, and I have mentored some of our Americorps workers and then
some of our younger staff, a lot, our average age of staff is 23 so a lot of the folks
are, you know, it's their first job out of college. And so they're still thinking about,
do I want to go to graduate school? What else do I want to do? And Yeah. So I, I
liked hanging out with them.

Johnna:

Awesome. All right. I think I've asked you all the questions I had. Is there
anything, anything else that you can think of that I might've forgotten or anything
else you'd like to add? Last comments?

Betty:

I guess just the one thing I would say is that I've definitely reached a point in my
life a couple of years ago where I realized that what I had experienced is a series
of discrete experiences, in fact, forms kind of a coherent pole. And I feel like I
was amazingly lucky to be in a lot or the right places at the right time, um, and
have been able to have a lot of really cool experiences, um, that I'm grateful for.

Johnna:

Yeah. Yeah. It sounds like you've done so many really cool things. Worked with
some really cool groups.

Betty:

Amazing people. Lots of amazing people. Yeah.

Johnna:

Awesome. Thank you so much. So I'll turn this off.

